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VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION 

Agenda 

• Supporting Veterans and their mental/behavioral healthcare in the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA) and beyond 

• Leveraging technologies to resolve challenges to delivery of standard care 
– Web-based education, self-management, and improved access to care and health 

information 
– Social media for outreach and education 
– Telemental health solutions for flexible treatment delivery 
– Mobile applications for increasing access and engagement 

•  Future Directions 
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Veterans and the VA Healthcare System 

• The Veterans Health Administration is America’s largest integrated healthcare 
system with over 1,700 sites of care, serving 8.3 million Veterans per year. 

• Veterans may be faced with a variety of mental health concerns and behavioral 
problems, including Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Depression, Substance 
Use Disorders, Suicidality, Chronic Pain, Insomnia, Nicotine Dependence 

– There are various health conditions that disproportionately affect Veterans (e.g., 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease) 

– There are various relational, occupational, and functional problems that require 
Veteran-specific solutions (e.g., unemployment, return to higher education, 
homelessness) 

• VA provides evidence-based psychotherapies (EBP) and psychopharmacology 
interventions indicated in clinical practice guidelines for mental and behavioral 
health problems 
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Technology as a Solution 

Improve treatment delivery  
By increasing efficiency, 

accessibility,  and alleviating 
implementation challenges. 

Increase treatment 
effectiveness  

Effective tools to provide 
psychoeducation, develop 

treatment strategies, practice 
invaluable skills introduced in 
therapy, improve tracking and 

monitoring capabilities (including 
in-the-moment assessment), and 

improve upon risk mitigation. 
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Matching Technologies to Implementation  
Challenges and Opportunities 

 
 
 
 
 

Telehealth Websites Social Media Mobile Apps 

Anonymous use 
 

Reduced patient burden 

Less provider time required 

Portability 

Reach (non-consumability) 

Ability to deliver dense, thorough 
intervention 

Decrease likelihood of relapse 
following active treatment 4 
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Telemental Health 
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Telemental Health and EBPs for PTSD 

• Telemental Health (TMH) is defined as the use of information and telecommunication 
technologies to deliver mental health care services. TMH can be used to treat most 
every mental illness and to deliver all Evidence-based Psychotherapies (EBPs).  

• Since 2007, VHA has sought ways to nationally disseminate and implement evidence-
based psychotherapies (EBPs) for PTSD  through telehealth modalities. In 2010, a 
national EBP for PTSD TMH Initiative was launched to expand this care. 

• This vision is supported by recent research, including research conducted within VHA,  
that has shown these therapies to be effective and well-accepted by patients when 
delivered utilizing telehealth technologies, with results on par with face-to-face 
delivery of these treatments (e.g., Tuerk, Yoder, Ruggiero, Gros, & Acierno, 2010). 

• Since 2010, VHA has placed more than 100 providers at carefully selected sites that 
focus on the delivery of PTSD EBPs through clinical video teleconferencing. 

• In addition, three regional EBP for PTSD telemental health clinics have been 
established to augment local delivery of EBP for PTSD telemental health services.   
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Growth in all Telemental Health 
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Since 2003, the use of telemental 
health technologies to deliver VA 
mental health care has grown rapidly. 
There has been a 20-fold increase in 
number of encounters and an 11-fold 
in the number of Veterans treated. 
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Growth in Telemental Health Psychotherapy  
for Veterans with PTSD  
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Since the launch of the 
EBP for PTSD TMH 
Initiative, 
psychotherapy 
telemental health 
encounters with 
Veterans with PTSD 
has increased 3-fold.   

*Fiscal Year 13 data is projected based on July 2013 data. 
Veterans had a primary diagnosis of PTSD. These are any psychotherapy encounters in a mental health stop code. Delivery of 
EBPs for PTSD cannot be directly measured at this time.  
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Web Resources 
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Outreach & Social Media 
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Make the Connection – Overview  

Make the Connection is VA’s public awareness and outreach campaign that connects 
Veterans and their friends and family members with information, resources, and 
solutions related to issues affecting their health, well-being, and relationships. 

• Aims to reduce the stigma many Veterans and their families associate with seeking 
mental health support 

• Highlights the particular strengths of Veterans that have sought support and are 
living a richer life today as a result: resilience, courage, perseverance, leadership, 
mission focus 

• Features more than 300 Veterans and their family members who have contributed 
personal, candid testimonials about seeking treatment for challenges ranging from 
physical injury, flashbacks, TBI, PTSD, and depression 
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At MakeTheConnection.net, Veterans and members of their support networks can: 

Learn, in plain language, 
about topics and solutions 
relevant to their 
experiences 

Locate resources, 
programs, and services 
near them 

Listen to powerful 
video testimonials from 
Veterans and their family 
members 

- 
- - 

A Resource for Veterans 
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Real Veterans – Real Stories 

Visitors can: 

 Easily find Veterans’ stories 
relevant to their own 
experiences 

 Dynamically sort videos by: 
• Gender, era, branch, and 

exposure to combat 
• Life events and experiences  
• Signs and symptoms  
• Conditions 

Watch hundreds of Veterans’ stories, all told in their own words.  
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Resources: Benefiting Veterans and the Community 

An easy-to-use resource locator helps Veterans – and those looking to assist 
them – find assistance for challenges ranging from transitioning from service 
to trouble sleeping to depression to PTSD 

National Search 

Local Results 
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Encouraging Veterans to Make the Connection 

ww.YouTube.com/VeteransMTC 

www.facebook.com/VeteransMTC 

2.7 million visits 

www.MakeTheConnection.net 

Over 1.7 million Facebook fans 

Over 6.4 million video views; 7,300 YouTube 
subcribers 

Connecting with the Veteran community 
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Reaching Veterans and Families Where They Are 

A presence on Facebook and YouTube allows 
Make the Connection to: 
 
 Target likely Veterans and family members 
 Encourage and promote healthy 

conversations about mental health in a non-
traditional forum 

 Empower users to easily share evidence-
based messages with family and friends 

 Employ the contact-based approach 

Since June 2012 launch of  
MTC Facebook page: 
 
 Post Likes: 4,099,286 
 Comments: 464,193 
 Shares: 164,910 

YouTube views: 6,437,647 
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Monitoring and Responding to Community Questions 

Make the Connection’s Facebook page is 
overseen by experienced moderators 24/7. 

 Responses are made within an hour 

 Over 2,700 questions have been answered 

 Reinforces that VA is listening, engaged, 
and responsive 

 Potential crisis posts are escalated and  
reported to the Veterans Crisis Line in near 
real time 
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MakeTheConnection.net Mobile 
Going mobile allowed MakeTheConnection.net to become universally accessible, 
while maintaining its dynamic and engaging features. 

Filter Video Gallery Resource Locator 
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Mobile Apps 
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Applicable Characteristics of Mobile Technology 

Anonymous 
and Safe 

Accessible 
and 

Immediate 

Targeted / 
Patient-

Centered 
Connected 

Ubiquity 
• 91% of American adults own a cell phone 
• 56% of Americans adults are now 

smartphone owners 
• Every major demographic group experienced 

significant year-to-year growth in 
smartphone ownership. 

• 73% of active duty service members have 
smartphones 

• 70% of people sleep with their cell phone; 
90% of “digital natives” (under 30) 

• There are more mobile phones in the world  
 than toothbrushes 

 
   (Pew, 2013; Bush et al., 2012) 
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The PTSD Coach Timeline 
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Mobile App Target Users 

Healthcare Providers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VA 
Providers 

Community 
Providers 

Concerned Significant 
Others 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Children Adults 
 
 Care-
givers 

Veterans & 
Service 

Members 

VA Patients 

Patients 
Enrolled in 

EBP 
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Products for Veterans with PTSD 

Veterans & Service Members 
 
 
 

VA Patients 

Patients Enrolled in 
EBP 
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PTSD Coach 
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Legal Considerations 

• The app does not collect Personally Identifiable Information 
• End User License Agreement clearly indicates that this is not intended to replace 

treatment 
• The app does not transmit any data off of the device 
• The only data that is collected is anonymous aggregate data 
• 508 compliant 
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Metrics of Success 

• Increased usage of 
Veterans Crisis Line 

• Versioning for 
Canada, Israel, 
Australia, others, and 
for inner-city 
violence, cancer 

• 2011 Winner FCC 
Chairman’s Award for 
Advancements in 
Accessibility 

• 2012 Winner ATA 
President’s 
Innovation Award 

• 2011 Nextgov.com 
Best Government 
App 

• 2011 Yahoo’s Top 10 
Health Apps 
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Why Add Apps to  
Evidence-Based Protocols? 

Assessment and engagement 

Active treatment with adherent 
providers and patients 

Discharge! 
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If we can only do one thing… 

Better 
adherence 

Better 
outcomes 
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Parsimonious Development & Design 

• Identify specific implementation challenges for the 
protocol by working with scientists, treatment 
developers, front-line clinicians, and patients 

• Identify which challenges can be solved/optimized 
using mobile technology 

• Design/build/iterate. 
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Leveraging the Evidence Base 
(Creating Evidence-Informed Interventions) 



ACT Coach Anger Mgmt CBT-i Coach Concussion Coach CPT Coach Mindfulness Coach 

Mood Coach Moving Forward Parenting2Go PE Coach PFA Mobile PTSD Coach 

PTSD Explorer PTSD Explorer 
EMA 

PTSD Coach for 
Cancer 

PTSD Family Coach Safety Plan Self-Report App 

SPR Stay Quit Coach mVetChange 
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Mobile App Research & Evaluation 

Usability/ 
Feasibility Validation 

Clinical 
Outcomes 

Implementation 
& Dissemination 
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Connected Health 
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The Case For Connecting  
or Why No App Should Be An Island 

• Lost valuable clinical data. 
• Lost opportunity to test effectiveness of novel products. 
• Frustration for patients AND providers (especially if the app is “prescribed”). 
• Providers don’t want to touch patients’ devices. 
• Patients are whole people with multiple problems. Single-target apps ignore this 

reality. 
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http://openmhealth.org  

http://Openmhealth.org
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Questions 

Sonja V. Batten, Ph.D. 
sonja.batten@va.gov 

Julia E. Hoffman, Psy.D. 
julia.hoffman@va.gov 
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